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Abstract 
Virtual world platforms such as Second Life have been successfully used in educational 
contexts to motivate and engage learners. This article reports on an exploratory workshop 
involving a group of high school students using Second Life for an urban planning 
project. Young people are traditionally an under-represented demographic when it comes 
to participating in urban planning and decision making processes. The research team 
developed activities that combined technology with a constructivist approach to learning. 
Real world experiences and purposes ensured that the workshop enabled students to see 
the relevance of their learning. Our design also ensured that play remained an important 
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part of the learning. By conceiving of the workshop as a ‘serious playground’ we 
investigated the ludic potential of learning in a virtual world.  
Keywords 
Second Life; virtual world; constructivist learning; text as game; play; urban informatics.
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Introduction 
In the popular imagination the word ‘virtual’ triggers the thought of computers 
and digital technology, and with it an imaginary world where we meet friends, take 
virtual tours, play games, and participate in a host of simulated or virtual experiences. 
Youth are among the highest users of a range of digital technologies and actively 
participate daily in virtual communities via online network gaming, social networking 
sites, blogs, and email (Buckingham 2000). These virtual environments do not replace 
other ‘real’ spaces, but extend and integrate these largely social spaces (Leander and 
McKim 2003). It is unsurprising that educators are turning their attention to the ways in 
which virtual or simulated experiences can be used to capitalize on their immersive 
learning qualities. In navigating a virtual world there are social as well as expressive (aural, 
visual, textural, and perspectival) cues that characterize the immersive experience. The 
main immersive feature of virtual worlds is the ability of the user to navigate a space and 
interact with the people, objects, and places, and to influence the course of events as a 
result (Johnson and Levine 2008, 162). While educators have been exploring the 
potential of virtual worlds in learning there has been no reported research on how this 
technology is being used with high school students in urban design. 
This paper addresses this gap and reports on an exploratory workshop with a 
group of high school students using Second Life (hereafter, SL) as a planning tool for 
designing a community space as part of an urban redevelopment project. The research is 
part of a larger project that investigates the way narrative and new media technologies can 
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be utilized in community engagement activities and realized in design ideas. The primary 
aim of the workshop reported in this paper is to test the waters of SL as an immersive 
virtual world for engaging students in learning design and communication skills through 
play.  
Background 
Virtual worlds are characterized as computer-generated environments ‘that give[ ] 
the user a strong sense of being there’ (Warburton 2009, 415). Virtual worlds such as 
those created through multi-user virtual environments (MUVE), multi-player online 
games (MMO), and SL may appear in different forms, but nevertheless share a number 
of common features:  
• persistence of the in-world environment;  
• a shared space allowing multiple users to participate simultaneously; 
virtual embodiment in the form of an avatar…; 
• interactions that occur between users and objects in a 3-D environment;  
• an immediacy of action such that interactions occur in real time;  
• similarities to the real world such as topography, movement and physics 
that provide the illusion of being there (Smart et al. quoted in Warburton 
2009, 415). 
Warburton contends that the significant difference between MUVE and MMO 
is the lack of a predetermined narrative. In SL there is no predetermined purpose (such as 
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winning a quest) unless the user wishes to create or build one. Social interaction in SL 
occurs within an open-ended system that offers the user a number of ways to create 
content and shape the environment.  
Originally developed for gaming, entertainment and recreation purposes, SL is 
now being used extensively in education. Pfeil et al. (2009, 225) report that in a growing 
number of UK universities (over 80%) have a SL presence, and some are exclusively 
using SL to provide lectures, courses, and tutorials to students as well as tutors . This 
high usage for SL compared with other competing platforms reflects the dominance of 
this social virtual world platform (Warburton 2009, 416).  
In addition to the educational use, there is growing interest among urban 
designers and planners to use 3D virtual reality models such as SL for the design and 
planning of buildings, neighbourhoods and cities. As a web based virtual world, SL 
provides opportunities for people to move through and interact with spaces as virtual 
representations of people (avatars). In SL, users can create 3D objects, including social 
spaces and buildings, thus providing new ways to collaborate in the design of spaces. The 
city of Boston is recreating parts of Boston in SL and includes features such as online 
concerts and discussion forums to encourage more people to participate in civic life 
(http://www.planetizen.com/node/ 25924). They also see this as a way to evaluate 
proposed new developments in Boston. Hub2 – an initiative of Emerson College and 
Boston City Council – is developing teaching resources for the application of 3D virtual 
technologies as a community engagement tool in urban planning initiatives (Gordon and 
Koo 2008). Likewise, a group called Studio Wikitecture has set up a site in SL to co-
design a virtual reality health clinic in Nepal (http://nwn.blogs.com/nwn/2008/03/ 
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wikitectures-pr.html). The group has also made use of video and photo sharing sites such 
as YouTube and Flickr to share the process of designing the building.  
The proponents of virtual reality models argue that: 
SL allows users to immerse themselves in an environment and engage in 
synchronous dialogue and production with other graphically represented users. It 
allows for group authorship, which better enables a sense of collective ownership 
in a space or object. And unlike professional design programs, it affords users a 
sense of playfulness and allows them to experiment with designs and concepts 
that have little connection to empirical reality. (Gordon and Koo 2008, 205) 
Furthermore, Gordon and Koo explain that the investment of their time in building a 
virtual Boston, when the real Boston has so many problems, is justified as by allowing 
users the opportunity to build and play in a collaborative environment, SL ‘has the 
potential of generating politically viable groups around almost every element of [their] 
designed world’ (ibid.).  
Following on from the work by Gordon and Koo, we designed and conducted an 
exploratory workshop using SL with a group of students from a high school located on 
the north coast of Queensland, Australia. The following questions informed our 
workshop: 
1. How could SL be used to engage students in an urban planning workshop? 
2. What are the discernible learning experiences afforded by this medium for the 
students? 
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3. In conceiving of SL as a game, how does play shape the learning experience? 
Theoretical framework 
In developing our theoretical framework we draw on two key notions – 
constructivist learning and text as game. As our project was not concerned with students’ 
formal learning of curriculum, we wanted to explore the theoretical implications of the 
informal learning workshop for understanding learning and play as immersive and 
interactive qualities that SL offers with respect to urban design.  
Constructivist learning is a pervasive paradigm in research about the existing use 
of virtual worlds (Dede 1995; Jonassen et al. 1999). Jonassen et al. argue that 
constructivism emphasizes the student being active in the learning, and promotes 
student-centred learning that supports ownership of the learning experience. Learning 
should be interesting, relevant, and offer meaningful problems to solve. In designing 
constructivist learning environments that utilize interactive technologies, researchers and 
educators include ‘cognitive and collaborative tools, various types of scaffolding 
(conceptual, procedural, metacognitive coaching), and access to resources, models, and 
exemplars’ (Dickey 2005, 441). While we endeavoured to include these considerations in 
the design of the workshop, time and access constraints meant that we had to work with 
a reduced set of elements. We expand upon these considerations in our discussion section 
. An important assumption underpinning our constructivist approach, however, is that 
students work best when given the opportunity, space and support to collaborate when 
faced with tasks that are new and challenging. We also value the role of play as an 
effective means for motivating the students and encouraging interaction with the objects, 
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space, and avatars of the virtual world as well as with other students in the workshop 
classroom.  
Text as game is a way of conceiving SL within the workshop. SL enables the users 
to create and construct their own textual world with spontaneous narratives, objects, 
spatial considerations, interactions, design features, perspectives and rules. The concept 
of ‘game’ is prominent in research associated with interactive, experiential and 
developmental learning, and game theory (Huizinga 1955; Aarseth 1997; Ryan 2001). 
With the rise of digital cultures and electronic games, the concept has been expanded to 
include a range of activities, pleasures and forms. While educators have long incorporated 
games into classroom activities, these institutionalized games, as opposed to free play 
games, raise a distinction between game and play: games are ‘rule bound’ whereas play is 
seen as ‘not serious’ (Huizinga 1955). Although ‘not serious’ games do not have a 
material interest or profit to be gained, they nevertheless absorb the players and promote 
the formation of social groupings.  
In conceiving SL as a ‘text’ and ‘game’ we are drawing a parallel with literary 
theory. Text is a traveling concept that emerged first in literary theory and has since 
found favour in a range of interdisciplinary studies. In a postmodern sense, text refers not 
only to written materials, but also to film, painting, architecture, information systems 
and games. In other words, text serves as a way of understanding attempts at 
representation (Sim 2001, 370). SL not only attempts to represent a world that is 
familiar to the user, but it invites ludic activity requiring effort and ingenuity on the part 
of the user/player. Unlike other texts that are games, SL does not offer a problem to be 
solved by the player. However, we posed a challenge for the students by inviting them to 
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consider how they could design the site that the SL platform we had represented with 
features that could be useful and interesting for the community. Purposefully selected 
games blended with carefully constructed learning experiences can be used to improve 
student learning outcomes (Education Queensland 2005). Thus, the workshop specified 
the goal to be achieved but the purpose was not to win or defeat others. Rather, it was to 
work collaboratively to make design decisions and to enjoy the learning experience. 
Context and setting  
The Regional Council, a partner in the grant that supports this study, is 
redeveloping a site (named Lower Mill Study) that was formerly used as a timber mill. 
The vision for the new site is ‘to develop and sustain facilities [...] for present and future 
generations of the community with balanced consideration to history, culture, education, 
arts and economics’ (http://lowermillsite.com.au/). At this stage, the master plan of the 
site proposes the development of a new library building, as well as the renovation of 
heritage-listed buildings that formed part of the timber mill precinct (Fig. 1). The 
building of a former butter factory, which has been redesigned as a performing arts 
centre, is also in close proximity to the site and forms part of the overall master plan. 
Lower Mill Site will eventually house many community groups and has two ‘heritage 
listed’ buildings from the original sawmill as its centrepiece. 
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Figure 1: Lower Mill Site 
The Council is interested in exploring new ways to engage diverse and 
traditionally under-represented sections of the local community, such as young people. 
The objective of our workshops with 20 Middle School students, aged 13-15 years, was 
to experiment with SL as an interactive tool to allow them to participate in the project 
and contribute ideas and feedback for the planned development. The students and their 
teachers had agreed to participate in planning a Heritage Journey at the site and the SL 
workshop was a preliminary and exploratory way of introducing them to the possibilities 
offered by new media technologies for learning and urban design. (The teachers were 
invited to participate with other adults from the community and Council at a separate 
workshop.) Funding for the construction of this heritage journey was provided by the 
government tourism agency. Ethical clearance and permissions were obtained before 
proceeding with the SL workshop.  
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Methodology 
As noted earlier in this paper, the research reported here is based on a small-scale 
collaborative project between a high school, a regional Council and a team of university 
researchers, including a doctoral student and a graduate student who designed the SL 
platform for the workshop. The research design for this study is interpretive and 
qualitative. The use of additional sources of material, such as informal interviews with the 
students, photographs, design plans, and notes taken during the workshop contribute to 
the overall data collection and discussion of results.  
The approach to qualitative research that characterizes this study is closer to the 
praxis of doing field research, with consideration of integrating theory and analysis in a 
meaningful and convincing way (Barker 2003). As our workshop participants were young 
people who were participating in a new learning activity we wanted to establish a 
relationship of respectful collaboration between them and the research team. We also 
wanted to extend this respect to the other adults who participated in the additional SL 
workshop (not reported in this paper). Therefore, respect as part of the collaborative 
nature of the project, is an important element of the workshop planning and discussion 
of results. We consider our methodological approach reflects an openness and 
transparency about its interpretive function.  
Our approach also stresses the importance of integrating theory and analysis in a 
dynamic way (Strauss and Corbin 1990). To facilitate this dynamic relationship we 
developed a schema for analysis, which took into account technical, textual, playful and 
collaborative components of the workshop. Our theoretical framework – as outlined 
earlier – informed these components. In this respect this study is not only exploratory in 
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terms of trialing SL for urban design with high school students, but offers an exploratory 
approach that contributes to other research using computer based games or virtual worlds 
(see Aarseth 1997; Juul 1999). The frameworks developed by these researchers focus on 
the structural components of games and the rules relating to the game world, characters, 
and objects, and their technical or pre-programmed properties. Working from these 
multiple theoretical and methodological bases we developed a schema for analysis 
structured around four topics of interest: technical, textual, playful and collaborative. 
 
Technical Within this category we consider the elements of the platform – 
limitations, adjustments, and compromises that were necessary 
to suit the conditions of the workshop. We also address the issue 
of how much flexibility and freedom of action are possible with 
the platform, and the degree of choice available to the students. 
Textual Within this category we consider the narratives that emerged as 
a spontaneous part of the construction of the textual world of 
the Lower Mill Site developed in the workshop. Spatial, 
perspectival, and other properties of the virtual world 
represented are also considered. 
Playful Within this category we attend to the ways in which ‘non 
serious’ play emerged as a useful learning indicator. 
Collaborative Within this category we note the observations and reflections 
that support ways in which collaboration was achieved and 
limited.  
 
Table 1: Schema for analysis and topics of interest 
Workshop Approach 
We re-constructed the Lower Mill Site in its current pre-development stage on a 
stand-alone island using the open source 3D application server OpenSimulator. Rather 
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than accessing the commercial version of SL (or Teen SL), the dedicated server solution 
hosting our own island helped us overcome ethical and duty of care concerns in working 
with underage students. The class was equipped with 20 laptop computers that 
connected to the OpenSimulator server. 
In order to give the students a sense of the spatial and other physical features of 
the Lower Mill Site we accompanied them on a half-day excursion to the site. At the site, 
students were encouraged to explore – the creek, the recently cut down camphor laurels, 
the woodworkers’ house, the butter factory and the restored mill – to take photographs of 
things that interested them. A member of the Lower Mill Board and a local councillor 
briefly addressed the students telling them a little of the history of the site, the plans for 
its development and the part they can play in designing a heritage journey at the site.  
Following the half-day excursion, we began the workshop with using Google 
Earth to allow the students to explore the area in a more photo-realistic environment. We 
uploaded a 3D SketchUp rendering of the proposed library building to illustrate certain 
qualities of a virtual environment. After an initial training phase to familiarise themselves 
with the avatar controls that the SL client offers, students were asked to brainstorm ideas 
about both the current and intended usages of the three main precincts (timber mill; 
butter factory arts centre; library). Their ideas were recorded on a white board (see Fig. 
2). 
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Figure 2: Student ideas are being constructed on-the-fly 
We then focused on the outdoor areas and the greenbelt in the centre of the site, 
and students were asked to identify ideas and opportunities for how this space could be 
utilised to enhance the user experience of each of the three precincts - timber mill, butter 
factory arts centre and library. The class was then divided into three groups representing 
each one of the three precincts and each group was asked to vote on their favourite idea 
that was then constructed on-the-fly in SL.  
Discussion of results 
As we have stated, the primary goal of this study was to undertake an exploratory 
investigation into the possible advantages for using SL as a virtual world platform for 
engaging students in an urban design project. It is not the intention of this paper to 
provide an in-depth discussion of the formal codes that constitute this particular virtual 
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world medium, nor is it to give ‘thick’ data description, as the preliminary and short-
term nature of the workshop did not enable a more complex process of data collection 
and analysis. Nevertheless, the workshop yielded rich data, which while narrative in 
nature, provided insights into the social and learning contexts that the study created. A 
key purpose is to share our schema and the descriptors we decided upon with a view to 
prompting further research on the topic. In this section we have chosen to incorporate 
the results into our discussion using the categories we established in our schema and 
integrating theory and analysis. The four topics of interest outlined in our schema 
provide a framework around which the discussion of results is structured.  
Technical  
While our initial intention was to run the workshop within a virtual 
environment, we also explored other technologies that would assist in presenting the 
locale relevant to the students and community. Since our plans involved using computers 
provided by the Apple University Consortium, we focussed our explorations towards 
software available for the Mac OS X operating system. As the following discussion 
demonstrates, we found we needed to source alternative platforms and tools at various 
stages of preparation for the workshop. 
Early on in the project we were supplied with a model of a proposed library for 
the Lower Mill Site in Google Sketchup (GS) format (Fig. 3). GS is a freely available 3D 
modelling application, with a simple interface that helps bring 3D modelling to a wider 
audience. Of particular note to our project are its user-friendly methods for navigating 
and exploring a 3D world. Students enjoyed zooming in and ‘standing’ anywhere within 
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a virtual site world in one click, resulting in a ‘through your eyes’ view. Clicking and 
dragging the cursor from this position allowed the students to look around their 
immediate environment. By switching modes (again, one click) the students were able to 
explore the site by walking in any direction they chose, via the mouse. This intuitive 
navigation method enabled the students as novice users to quickly learn to control their 
own explorations of objects in 3D space without needing to memorise multiple mouse 
and keyboard button combinations, as is the case with similar software.  
 
Figure 3: Screenshot of the Lower Mill Site Library model in Google Sketchup 
A useful extension of GS is the ability to upload and view any model created with 
it within Google Earth (GE), either on a local machine or globally. GE is a freely 
available application that lets users move around the Earth and zoom in to view terrain, 
satellite images, buildings and the sea. By uploading the Lower Mill Site Library model to 
GE, we were able to provide an avenue for students to see how its addition would affect 
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the local landscape (Fig. 4). Students displayed keen interest in not only exploring the 
site but also finding their own homes and those of their friends on GE. They also found 
the control method easy to use, and were able to view small details within 3D models. A 
limitation of GE was that it does not include any collision detection on models, so a 
certain level of immersion is lost when students found themselves walking straight 
through objects. While GS is better suited towards micro-level exploration, GE was used 
in the workshop to showcase the library model due to its added flexibility in allowing 
spatial exploration and comparison at any scale. 
 
Figure 4: The Library model was locally embedded in Google Earth 
We encountered a few crucial issues when considering SL. First, minors are not 
permitted on the main SL grid; a special Teen SL (TSL) world has been set up for this 
purpose. Setting up an official TSL project requires the purchasing of land, background 
checks on all participants involved, and would require us to work with an external, 
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designated developer. These complications and associated delays were reasons for us to 
look elsewhere for a solution. Further, importing complex models is a futile task, as 
essentially any objects we wish to incorporate are generally easier to create using the in-
world building tools. There are tools available for importing models, such as AC3D 
(http://www.inivis.com/secondlife.html) and Henshin (http://ai-
designstudio.net/en/manual/henshinv/what-is-henshin) but AC3D proved unsuitable for 
large complex models such as our library, and Henshin was not an option for our 
purposes since it requires AutoCAD models, which we did not have.  
Due to the above restrictions, we turned to open source 3D environments as an 
alternative solution. The first of these was RealXtend (RX) (http://www.realxtend.org/), 
currently a Windows-only virtual world platform that allows users to set up their own 
virtual world server, which can serve as a base for any virtual application you care to 
build. We successfully imported the GS library model into RX using the Ogre Exporter 
(http://www.di.unito.it/~nunnarif/ sketchup_ogre_export/) (Fig. 5), which immediately 
solved one of our problems. However, without access to a fleet of Windows based laptops 
to use during the workshop at the school, we had to remove RX from our options. The 
logistics surrounding running RX on 15 Apple laptops (by installing Microsoft Windows 
natively with Bootcamp or virtually via emulation software) were not feasible in the time 
we had available. 
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Figure 5: The Library model imported into RealXtend 
Our eventual solution for a virtual environment platform was OpenSim (OS) 
(http://opensimulator.org/wiki/Main_Page), which offers similar functionality to RX but 
is available cross-platform. At this point in the project our focus had shifted from needing 
to import a pre-existing model to recreating a proposed development site in 3D (Fig. 6). 
With a Windows machine set up as the server and properly configured to allow multiple 
users, the virtual construction of the Lower Mill site was completed over two days. Our 
customised chat logger was not functional within OS but it is likely this has more to do 
with configuration settings than a fault of the software itself. In order to connect to our 
OS server the SL viewer software was installed, and launched via the Apple UNIX 
Terminal with a connection string added which points the SL viewer to the IP address of 
our OS server. Apart from some minor issues with collision detection on the ground 
plane, OS proved to be stable when running and lag was minimal even with 15 laptops 
accessing the OS server over a Virtual Private Network (VPN) on a shared wireless 
connection (IEEE 802.11b). 
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Figure 6: A basic replica of the Lower Mill site in SL 
Textual 
This first set of workshop activities was aimed at generating various narratives in 
the form of dialogues between students, and between students and the planning team 
and teachers present in the workshop. As the following discussion illustrates, we found 
SL functioned as a catalyst providing a dynamic ‘boundary object’ (Star and Griesemer 
1989) to engender and facilitate the development of informed exchanges of ideas, stories, 
and viewpoints. 
The Lower Mill site that had been created on an island in SL represented a world 
that was to some extent already familiar to the students – the vegetation, the butter 
factory, the mill. It was also a space that opened up the possibility for the students to 
participate in the production and circulation of narrative. While the students were not 
asked specifically to construct a story in the SL workshop, they inevitably engaged in 
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narratives as they imagined scenarios about the site and its possible development: the 
people who would visit the ‘real’ site, the kinds of activities they could engage in, and 
new facilities (‘café’, ‘movie screen’, ‘graffiti wall’) they could add to the site.  
Dividing the class into three groups, each with a designated site brief – the 
library, the mill, and the butter factory, supported narrative making. Students came up 
with ideas such as: ‘shaded outdoor reading areas’; ‘a graffiti wall’; ‘outdoor movies’; ‘a 
timber-made playground’; ‘tree lights’; ‘exhibition displays’; and ‘a community garden’. 
These ideas entailed the creation of narratives as students assumed the personae of 
‘woodies’, ‘librarians’, ‘creative artists’, ‘visitors’, ‘community members of different ages’, 
and ‘local councillors’ and explained what they wanted from the site.  
The narratives generated in these discussions highlighted several ways for considering 
how narrative functions almost unnoticed in virtual world platforms such as SL. A 
question that we put to the students was: What can we do in SL that we cannot do in the 
real world? In other words, what are the attributes of SL that we can exploit for the 
purpose of urban design? To replicate activities in SL that could be done using ‘old’ 
technologies would seem to ignore the qualities that this digital medium offers. By 
encouraging students to attend to the distinctive attributes of the virtual environment 
(and available system controls and tools), three elements of the textual world of SL 
emerged from the workshop: perspective, time-space-place and verisimilitude.  
(i) Perspective 
In the SL island of the Lower Mill site each student was assigned a female avatar. The 
server software we used generated a female avatar by default and administration privileges 
were required to change the gender of the avatar. One of the authors who functioned as 
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both designer and system operator assumed a male avatar. Gendered representation aside, 
the point is that each student projected themselves as members of the simulated world of 
the Mill site by identifying with an assigned avatar. All avatars were numbered not 
named (e.g. game user 1). This impersonalised allocation of avatars with students and the 
students’ location outside the virtual world enabled a god-like role for the students who 
could control the movements of their avatars (Fig. 7). The ability for the avatars to fly, 
walk, run, flip, and spin, and for the direction to be changed (up, down, in circles) 
enabled the avatars (and their operators) to navigate the virtual world, alter their 
perspective and manipulate their own physical perspective as an embodied subject. For 
example, a student could view their avatar from on high, from below, or from the side. 
This shifting perspectival account in relation to ‘people’ (landscape, objects) determined 
the vantage point from which something or someone was represented as being visualised. 
Such visualisation in the SL example enabled phenomena to be focalised by the 
student/avatar as the perceiving agent. Students therefore assumed an implicit control in 
that that they were able to shape the textual world and the avatars’ movements in that 
space through a manipulation of perspective. 
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Figure 7: A group of student avatars meet and chat in-world 
 (ii) Time-space-place 
Virtual worlds enable a movement in ‘space’, and they must always involve time (Cobley 
2001). In the SL example, space functioned more as a place that was amenable to the 
design whims of the students. Ryan (2002, 598) sees the purpose of a ‘narrative of place’ 
as different from a ‘narrative of space’ in that the former is intended to ‘explore in depth 
a specific location, to look at all the objects contained in it, and to meet all of its 
inhabitants’. Apart from not having a community already in place, the SL site enabled 
the students and their avatars to explore the terrain, the established paths and existing 
buildings, as well as to scrutinise the map of the Lower Mill site, which appeared at the 
entrance to the virtual site. While the overarching aim was the design and development 
of the site, the discussions that evolved as students interacted with the place provided the 
crucial events along the way to realising this outcome.  
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Time operated in a dual sense in the workshop. There was a limited amount of 
time set aside for the workshop which had to accommodate the normal time schedules of 
the school day with its 70 minute periods, breaks for morning tea and lunch. There was 
also the seemingly endless issue of time that permeated the virtual world. While the loss 
of what Ricoeur (1984-6) termed ‘subjective time’ while playing games is regarded by 
some researchers as a sign of addiction, we consider it as an indicator of their immersion 
in the workshop activity. We observed the students focussed on their monitors even 
while chatting with one another about a problem or asking for assistance. At the end of 
the session, students found it difficult to finish up. Time also placed demands on both 
the students and us to ensure that the objectives of the workshop could be achieved. 
There were also demands on the system operator (author 4) who was the only person 
who could construct the design elements the students wanted. As it took time to 
download tools, build the structure, add design features suggested by the students, he had 
to work quickly so that all groups could see their ideas materialise on the site. The more 
flexible aspect of time that operated in the virtual space, meant that the passage of time 
was accelerated: travel could be at high speed, meetings with other avatars could be 
arranged without delay, buildings could be constructed and demolished within minutes, 
and chats between avatars using the communication function could enable quick 
exchanges of ideas, greetings or instructions.  
(iii) Verisimilitude 
The final aspect of the textual component of the SL site concerns its representation of the 
world, or more specifically, of the Lower Mill site. In constructing the virtual world of 
the site, a process of selecting and articulating some things while leaving other things out 
was enacted. For example, the proposed library was not included in the site, but a digital 
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model of the library was available for students to view its internal and external 
dimensions. As explained earlier, for an orientating activity, Google Earth was used to 
assist the students in locating the site in their local community. In this sense, the SL the 
example forecloses ‘reality’ but creates a verisimilitude that is credible, subject to change 
and revision. While there is a relation between the virtual site and the real site, the notion 
of verisimilitude offers ‘a principle of textual coherence’ (Todorov 1977, 87). This notion 
of textual coherence or verisimilitude is a crucial element for our project as we needed to 
maintain a general level of credibility which matches as closely as possible with that held 
by the school, the Lower Mill Board and Council, who are the partners on our research 
project. The students’ stories about the site – its potential users, possible activities, design 
features – need to be interpreted by their verisimilitude, their ‘truth likeness’ or more 
accurately, their ‘life likeness’ (Bruner 1990, 61). Consequently, the stories and design 
ideas generated in the SL workshop are different from other narratives that could be 
played out in other virtual worlds in that these accounts entail a representation of a 
community for a purpose. While the purpose behind the workshop involved 
participation by the students in urban planning, the larger purpose allowed the students 
to affirm their identities as members of the Lower Mill Site community who have a stake 
in its future. 
Playful 
Play emerged as a defining quality of SL in the workshop context. The game-like 
interface was novel and fun for students to explore. They visibly enjoyed flying their 
avatars through the air, having them leap, run and walk backwards. An obvious factor 
behind the learning experience for the students was that there were no winners or losers, 
 26 
which is the usual outcome for a computer game model. However, part of the game 
appeal was that some choices proved to be unworkable and necessitated an alternative 
idea. For example, students would find that locating a facility too close to another one 
created problems with flow of traffic. While SL could not be classed as what Ryan (2001, 
179) terms a ‘text-as-problem category’ game, the workshop created the goal or ‘problem’ 
for the students to work on. Rather than have students find a correct answer by following 
textual directions, the ‘game’ in the workshop had a more metaphorical dimension in 
that the pleasure for the students appeared to lie in finding a number of possible 
solutions.  
A further playful element was centred on the appearance of their avatars. The 
design of avatars is a crucial part of the pleasure and identity work that accompanies 
many digital narratives, especially video games, and, in this case, SL. Students quickly 
wanted to customise their avatars by changing the colour and style of their clothes (or in 
some cases removing the clothes) and hair. Their engagement in the aesthetic 
modification of the avatars was obviously something they enjoyed doing. It also 
demonstrated the kind of investment they were prepared to make in the activity and the 
‘text’ as a whole. In other words, the SL text engaged them imaginatively, but it could be 
said that the students became engaged with the text because it demanded something of 
them. Thus, the investment was intellectual (they had to work out which tools would 
enable the changes) and productive (they used energy in creating something new). This 
kind of investment in ‘non-serious play’ contributed to the characters that inhabited the 
virtual space; it also produced agency as students actively worked to construct their own 
version of the avatar that they had been allocated rather than accept what they had been 
given.  
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In characterising the students’ involvement with SL as a game required them to 
understand it as a rule-governed activity, which was played out for enjoyment as well as 
for serving a serious purpose. This dual function is a consideration for the kind of 
constructivist learning we were hoping to encourage. As the workshop was conducted 
during a school day in a classroom, there were other tacit rules of behaviour operating in 
the workshop. In one instance, a student was removed from the workshop because a 
teacher who was observing the activity felt he was misbehaving. A member of the research 
team explained to the teacher that the workshop was a different kind of activity from the 
normal school routine and that we wanted the students to experience some freedom. This 
incident was a testing point for our methodological approach as we wanted the students 
to see themselves as ‘designers’ and ‘ideas people’ working with us in a collaborative, co-
learning environment. 
The limitations of the platform we were using meant that aspects of the 
construction of facilities were slow and students had to wait their turn as the operator 
responded to their chat messages for particular constructions to be built on a site that 
they nominated. This waiting time however provided some students with the 
opportunity to explore the tools that were available to them. One tool they quickly 
discovered was how to dress and undress an avatar. However, the playful note of naked 
flying female avatars was silenced when discovered by the teacher. Thus, while there were 
overt ‘rules’ operating in the workshop about the task at hand, students also found ways 
to explore the technology to subvert the tacit rules governing classroom behaviour.  
Whereas playing games is often regarded as a pleasurable, non-utilitarian activity 
we wanted the workshop to embody the principles of constructivist learning, motivating 
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students to be active in their learning. In an informal discussion with the students a few 
days after the workshop, they expressed their enthusiasm for the workshop. Many loved 
the idea of working with a Mac laptop computer, and some reported telling their parents 
about SL.  
Collaborative 
In working with a constructivist approach, our pre-planning of the workshop 
necessitated finding ways to ensure that the technology would enable the kind of 
collaborative, active and hands-on involvement that we wanted. We also wanted to 
engage the mind as well as the hand. Consequently, mindless clicking of a mouse was not 
a desired function. When exploring Google Earth and Google Sketchup we discovered 
that these tools provided quick and simple avenues for viewing 3D models, but they both 
lacked a social element and were essentially a single user experience. As we wanted 
students to be able to communicate and interact with each other while in 3D space, we 
decided that these tools would be useful as an orientating activity, but that SL would be a 
good option for communication and interaction.  
An early goal for the workshop was to record in-world chat between the students, 
in order to have a record of communications during the exercise. An open source chat 
logger script was sourced (http://wiki.secondlife.com/wiki/Chat_Logger_(GPL)) and 
adapted for this purpose, with testing in SL providing promising results. With a few 
simple alterations, we were able to output all chat activity into colour-coded HTML 
format, ready to be posted to a website and serve as an accurate transcript of user 
involvement. Another promising open source tool available for SL is Slogbase 
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(http://slogbase.com/), which creates reports displaying avatar activity over a chosen area 
(within SL) in three dimensions, as well as various statistics on each avatar.  
The students responded well to the in-world chat but as there more students than 
laptops (25 to 15), it meant that students had to take turns or nominate a 
‘communicator’. Both options worked for ensuring a collaborative mood in the 
workshop, and the students were good-natured about this restriction. In reviewing the 
data from the recorded chats we noted that all the student-student exchanges were mostly 
social interactions such as greetings, asking about their plans for the weekend, and others 
were more ‘work related’ (drawing attention to features of their avatars, inviting avatars 
to meet up, or comments related to the workshop). Not surprisingly, all the students-
system operator exchanges were ‘work-related’: requests for specific types of buildings to 
be constructed on specific locations, asking for help, posing questions related to the tools. 
Thus, the communications function proved important for supporting a range of 
interactions, scaffolding and active engagement with the technology and the design task.  
At several points in the workshop students required additional information and 
some of the used the Internet or their mobile phones to source this. Jonassen et al. 
(1999) use the idea of ‘manipulation space’ to refer to this way of gaining multiple 
perspectives that enable learners different ideas for solving a problem, especially when 
learners have inadequate prior knowledge.  
With three groups devoted to designing ideas to be incorporated into the internal 
and external spaces of their designated precinct (library; butter factory; mill) the students 
needed to collaborate within their group to ensure harmony and task completion. They 
also had to negotiate space claims and conflicting interests. In deciding what to add to 
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their site, students needed to interact with others in their group, agree on one new idea at 
a time and then decide the best location of the item. For example, the mill group decided 
to construct a café near their building for visitors, but in deciding the best location they 
talked about the need for it to be near the library, as people using the library would also 
visit the café. They also discussed accessibility to and from the café from the different 
buildings, the need for paths, shade, aesthetic and functional design features. These 
examples provided a real-world scenario that urban designers face in their professional 
lives. This need to relate the technology to go beyond non-serious play into a serious 
mode supports the view that learning with and through technology relates to real world 
needs (Forsyth 1993).  
The groups’ decisions and actions about the location of specific new design items 
meant that a conceptual point of view comprising all intratextual acts of interpretation 
was continually made and remade. For example, the students’ decisions about design 
elements were the outcomes of interpretations made in response to inputs by one 
another. Such interpretations included the kinds of users who would visit the site, events 
that could be held, actions that other groups had already taken, and so on. The students 
exercised their agency by moving around the virtual world, viewing actions and objects 
from different points of view, and making decisions on design elements. In doing so they 
took on various roles as explorers, designers, collaborators and decision makers within the 
spatial limits of the SL mill site.  
One final feature of collaboration was in the way students considered the 
aesthetics of their designs. Just as narrative is a way of knowing, so too is the aesthetic. An 
aesthetic way of knowing privileges sensory, emotional and affective knowledge. During 
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the half-day excursion to the Lower Mill site, students were encouraged to take digital 
photographs of textures – tree bark, pebbles, walls, and water (Fig. 8). These images were 
then uploaded the next day and used in the workshop to add textual features to the 
design elements. The process of selecting and photographing an object and then deciding 
on which one was most suitable for application, was part of the aesthetic process and 
required students to compromise and work as a team in making their decision. The kind 
of knowledge that the aesthetic brings is important in the design process. Thus, the 
aesthetic process of the workshop helped to ground the virtual environment in a material 
reality, whereby there was a corresponding reciprocity between objects in the real world 
and their translation and application to the virtual world. 
 
Figure 8: Class excursion inspecting the site in real life 
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Conclusion 
The exploratory research reported in this paper adds to the growing body of 
knowledge regarding the use of virtual worlds in learning. By taking urban design as our 
context, we have also explored ways in which young people can participate actively in a 
community project. The theoretical and methodological design of our research enabled 
us to consider how SL could be used to engage students in an urban planning workshop 
and to discern the learning experiences that this medium affords. While the study 
reported is small scale, it nevertheless provides some positive evidence that SL and a 
constructivist learning approach can provide a useful means for motivating students to be 
engaged in a real-world learning experience. Characteristics of SL that are usually 
shortcomings for its use in professional urban planning, such as lack of design and 
positioning precision, were of little or no consequence for the purpose of our workshop 
trials, but are important considerations if planning to use SL for that purpose. 
The SL workshop took on a flexible learning approach providing the students 
with multiple opportunities to engage freely with the technology, to consider the needs of 
the community and to experience first-hand the Lower Mill Site. Students were 
immersed in a learning environment whilst they had a perception of play, through SL. 
Although SL is not a game, it has the ability to excite and engage students in a similar 
way. The use of SL opened up opportunities for students that are otherwise unavailable, 
such as having a significant input into an urban planning project. SL provided the 
additional benefits of students being required to exhibit behaviours such as self-
monitoring, problem solving and decision-making. The students were engaged through 
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SL as the carefully constructed learning experiences were scaffolded and complex enough 
to be challenging.  
 
Collaborative learning was prominent in the workshop and exhibited through the 
students imagining scenarios about the site and its possible development, in role-playing 
as various workers at the site, making decisions about design features and site locations, 
and by having their avatars move around the site students observed aspects from a 
different perspective, enabling them to play the role of designers, decision makers and 
explorers. By incorporating a real world experience (excursion to the site) the workshop 
was able to draw on additional resources such as digital photographs, which proved to be 
successfully incorporated into the design features. This has implications for considering 
‘real’ textures in urban design instead of relying on computer-generated textures, colours 
and design elements.  
 
 One of the tenants underpinning our approach was respect. After the workshop, 
students shared their ideas with the architects working on the site and the Lower Mill 
Board. As one student said: ‘It’s cool being asked for my ideas. I think they will make my 
log maze and I have some more ideas for next time’. Students obviously enjoyed having 
their ideas listened to and being respected by adults. Also, they were excited to be asked 
to share their work with audiences beyond the classroom and school environment. The 
Board was impressed with the students’ ideas and one member told the students: ‘You 
have come up with many more ideas than the adult groups who think they know what is 
best and you did it in less time.’ This involvement with the community gave students a 
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way to participate with other local residents and to take ownership of the town’s destiny, 
and in doing so, brought attention to the significance of the role they themselves can play 
in shaping the future of their hometown. 
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